
Irene Porges owned a health advocacy business called Claims Made Easy; she relished the gourmet shops of her neighborhood in Brooklyn, and she valued having family and friends nearby. But Porges had a dream that she had not yet fulfilled: living and working in a foreign country. 


So at the age of 62, Porges decided to leave her brownstone apartment and the comforts of her lifestyle in Prospect Heights to finally live out that dream. She became part of a growing number of seniors who dare to go far from home to become Peace Corps Volunteers and serve in developing countries.  


When the Peace Corps was created in 1961, the emphasis was on youth. The year before its birth, President John F. Kennedy had made a speech challenging college students around America to “serve their country in the cause of peace by living and working in developing countries.” 


Now the Peace Corps reaches out to seniors. Although they still make up a small percentage of volunteers, their ranks have grown since the organization started and volunteers over 50 represented just 1 percent of the total. In 2004, 6 percent of the 7,733 volunteers were 50 plus. 


“Older people bring skills and life experience to the foreign country they serve, where many times age is respected,” says Edwin Jorge, Peace Corps’ regional manager. 


To reach seniors, Peace Corps Director of communications, Ellen Field, sought the help of AARP. In February, 2003, Field met with the director of outreach and service of AARP, Barb Quaintance (cq), in Washington DC. They decided to run Peace Corps ads in The AARP Magazine as public service announcements. The first appeared in the September/October 2004 edition and reached the magazine’s circulation of more than 4 million readers.  
Quaintance didn’t have to be convinced to support Peace Corps. She believes that serving in the Peace Corps is ideal for Baby Boomers who may not be satisfied with “traditional volunteer roles” and might prefer the Peace Corps with a “spirit of adventure.” She goes on to say that “AARP believes that people 50 plus have a tremendous amount to give. Particularly after retirement, people have extra time to give--and have the desire to do so.” 


Bryan Richardson, membership coordinator of The Returned Peace Corps Volunteers group of Long Island, believes that seniors nowadays seek out opportunities to travel to exotic destinations, and are therefore drawn to opportunities like the Peace Corps. Now sixty years of age and working at Hempstead Health and Welfare Council, Richardson remembers his time in South Korea as a 22 year old Peace Corps Volunteer, right out of college. He says “I didn’t have any training or experience, one of the advantages of serving when you’re older”. 


Richardson now helps to plan local events for the more than 200 Long Islanders who have served in the Peace Corps, and believes that the number of volunteers will continue to grow by word of mouth and the information sessions held at colleges around Nassau and Suffolk County, such as CW Post and Southampton campuses of Long Island University.

Irene Porges learned about the Peace Corps from the website www.peacecorps.org, and decided to apply. Once accepted, and given the opportunity to live out her dream in Bulgaria, she experienced frequent bouts of homesickness. Her first year of service, she had many hard times and even considered leaving early. 


As a foreign woman living alone in Teteven, a community of about 10,000, she was conscious of being different. She felt she was going against local customs just by doing her job as a Community Economic Development Volunteer. “If you’re over the age of 60 in the community where I lived, you’re sent out to pasture. You don’t work”, she recalls. 

Over time, however, she got to know the other woman professionals of her town and felt completely adjusted, embracing the local culture. She even met another like- minded senior, an attorney named Pepa Konenchanska, who became her companion in hikes to the mountains and vacations to other European countries. She says that during her hardest moments when she wanted to return home, she would book a ticket to go traveling with her friend.         


Peer support was essential to Porges’ success in Bulgaria where she created a Business Center in her small mountain community. She helped train local artisans to market and sell their goods, and is now thinking of opening up her own business in the United States importing Bulgarian products such as blankets and rugs.


Volunteers must be creative to take care of their mental wellbeing while they are often placed in remote locations, but Porges gives credit to the Peace Corps for providing for her medical needs. She says that she received wonderful medical attention throughout her stay, and that “the physicians that the Peace Corps provided were there for us 24 hours a day, 7 days a week”. Most situations could be attended to in the capital city, Sofia, where Irene went when she experienced neck aches. The Peace Corps paid for her physical therapy sessions as well as lodging in a hotel for approximately a week. 


Volunteers are required to undergo a thorough medical screening before entering the Peace Corps, and are assigned a country where their needs can be met. Besides health specifications, Peace Corps doesn’t let a volunteer choose a country, but they do take geographic preferences into account. Porges, for example, told local recruiters that she couldn’t cope with hot climates, so they placed her in Eastern Europe. 

Glen Dunbar, however, now serving in the Peace Corps in Nicaragua, gave no such specification, and deals with the heat on a daily basis, walking through the mountains to volunteer at a rural health post. Although he sweats profusely, he is satisfied with his Peace Corps site, where he lives close by to three other volunteers in the city of Boaco. At 57, he says “There are few volunteers my age, but my young colleagues have helped me reconnect with the sparks of my youth. I have great respect for them.” 


He does, however, feel that his age and slight loss of hearing puts him at a disadvantage in mastering a new language. He needed extra tutoring to learn Spanish well enough to communicate with Nicaraguans. Jorge says that anyone with language difficulties receives this extra help. Dunbar agrees that all volunteers are treated the same, and his “additional years” haven’t cut him special breaks from the administration. He is glad that he is seen as just another volunteer. 


 “Sometimes my younger colleagues ask me if I have always wanted to be in the Peace Corps, but I had other priorities. I graduated from high school in 1965 and went into the air force to do my duty,” he remembers. Dunbar worked as Director of the Policy Office for Aging, in the Pennsylvania Department of Aging for ten years before deciding to serve his country once again; this time as a Peace Corps Volunteer. 


Twenty-six year old Shawn Green, of North Bellmore, served as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Thailand, and formed close relationships with some of the senior volunteers of his group. He said that the presence of the 4 older colleagues in his group of 36 education and community outreach volunteers, contributed the communities where they worked and served as models for the younger volunteers because of their life experience.        


Green received his pre-service training in Thailand with 62 year old Joy Jones, where they bonded over their initial cultural shock and challenge to learn the Thai language and customs. Jones had to leave Thailand earlier than her two year commitment, however, since her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Disease. 

Jones was a law school student in Irvine, California when she accepted her position as a Peace Corps Volunteer. She thought her Mother was in good health when she accepted her position as a volunteer, but upon discovering the news, she decided to return to her family.  It was difficult to leave her community in Thailand, but she knew she made the right decision as she arrived at home and her mother still recognized her. 

Jones recalls, “When she died a month before I would have been done with my full commitment (had I stayed in Thailand), I knew I had made the right decision. I got to come home to her smiling face while she fully recognized me instead of coming home nine months later to her funeral. That time made all the difference in the world to me.”

Jones says that one factor that seniors should consider before making a commitment to go overseas is that “oftentimes their parents may still be alive but in poor health.” 

Although it was difficult to leave the Peace Corps early, Jones has no regrets. She still keeps in touch with friends from her Thai community and gained a lot from her experience. “My mother was one of the greatest people in the world and she always told me to follow my heart. ‘If it doesn’t work out, you can always come back’, she would say to me. That’s exactly what I did, and if given the choice I would do it all the same.” 
